
WHAT EVERY HUNTER NEEDS TO KNOW ABOUT AVIAN 
INFLUENZA 

 
State wildlife departments around the country are publishing information on the latest animal 
disease to affect hunters and hunting. "Bird Flu," more specifically a variety called Avian 
Influenza H5N1, is receiving press around the world. The question being asked across our 
country by state wildlife departments is "what effect, if any, will this have on hunting of ducks, 
geese, and any other migratory birds?" 
 
"State and federal wildlife experts say the chance of people in Tennessee encountering wild 
migratory birds with HPAI H5N1 avian influenza this year is remote”.  However, authorities 
are launching proactive efforts to detect the disease if it comes to North America and they're 
advising hunters about game bird handling to reduce general disease risks. 
 
At present, Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza H5N1 has not been found anywhere in 
North America – there are no records of positive tests in wild or domestic birds, and no known 
human cases of illness. However, the "bird flu" has been publicized in news reports which note it 
has caused illness in more than 100 people and killed close to 60 people in Southeast Asia. All of 
those deaths involved contact with domestic poultry, not wild birds. It is beginning to appear in 
wild flocks of birds in Europe and Africa. 
 
To ensure you have the facts about bird flu and wild birds, Department of the Interior 
(DOI) scientists have prepared a list of important flu facts, answers to common questions 
about bird flu, and provided links to more detailed information. It is important to stay 
informed of the ever-changing status of bird flu and the risks these viruses pose to people, 
domestic poultry, and wildlife.  
 
Influenza pandemics are caused by the global spread of a new influenza virus that has adapted to 
humans and is easily transmitted from person to person. 
 

• There is currently no human influenza pandemic occurring anywhere in the world.  
• At present, the current H5N1 bird flu virus does not easily infect people and rarely 

spreads from person to person. 
• Scientists are concerned that H5N1, or another strain of influenza, could mutate to 

become a human flu virus that is easily transmitted from person to person and this 
could trigger an influenza pandemic. 

 
The U.S. National Strategy for Pandemic Influenza is guiding the U.S. preparedness and 
response to an influenza pandemic, with the three goals of Preparedness and Communication; 
Surveillance and Detection; and Response and Containment. 
 
Avian influenza is a common disease of birds that rarely infects humans. 

• Avian influenza viruses are classified as having low pathogenicity or high pathogenicity 
based on the severity of the illness they cause in poultry, and most are not considered a 
public health threat. 



• Highly pathogenic strains, like highly pathogenic H5N1, cause severe illness and rapid 
death in poultry. 

• Migratory birds—typically waterfowl, shorebirds, gulls and terns—are natural carriers of 
avian influenza, and are considered the natural reservoir for low-pathogenic strains of the 
disease. 

 
Most human cases of avian influenza have occurred in people with close contact with 
infected poultry. 
 

• Avian influenza, including the highly pathogenic H5N1 strain, does not easily infect 
humans. 

• When the H5N1 strain has infected humans, it is a very serious disease; while only about 
200 people are known to have contracted the disease, about half of them have died. 

• Person-to-person transmission of avian influenza, including the H5N1 strain, is extremely 
rare. 

 
The highly pathogenic H5N1 strain has spread to large geographic areas in Asia, Europe, 
and Africa where it has primarily affected domestic poultry.  
 

• H5N1 has caused the largest and most severe outbreaks in poultry on record.  
• Legal and illegal movement of infected birds, poultry products, contaminated materials, 

equipment, and vehicles, as well as wild bird migration are the most likely ways that 
H5N1 is spread. 

• H5N1 has been eliminated from countries such as Japan, South Korea, and Israel by 
quick and efficient eradication of the disease in domestic poultry. 

 
For more information on avian influenza in domestic animals go to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Avian Influenza Web page. 
 
The highly pathogenic H5N1 strain of avian influenza has not been detected in North 
America. 

• Federal and state domestic animal, wildlife, and public health agencies are working 
closely to prepare, prevent and respond to the potential introduction of highly pathogenic 
H5N1 virus into the United States.  

• If the highly pathogenic H5N1 is detected in wild birds in the United States it does not 
necessarily pose a threat to U.S. poultry industry or to the general public. 

• Should the current H5N1 be detected in North America it will not signal the start of a flu 
pandemic 

 
The U.S. Departments of Interior, Agriculture and Health and Human Services are 
working with other federal and state agencies in implementing a National Early Detection 
System for Highly Pathogenic H5N1 Avian Influenza in Wild Migratory Birds focused on: 
 

• Rapid investigation of wild bird mortality in the U.S. 
• Surveillance in live wild birds 

http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/!ut/p/_s.7_0_A/7_0_1OB?navid=AVIAN_INFLUENZA&navtype=SU
http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/!ut/p/_s.7_0_A/7_0_1OB?navid=AVIAN_INFLUENZA&navtype=SU
http://www.doi.gov/issues/avianflu.html


• Surveillance in hunter-killed wild birds 
• The use of sentinel species to detect H5N1 
• Environmental sampling of areas frequented by wild birds   
 

For more information on the interagency surveillance plan go to: Interagency National 
H5N1 Surveillance Plan. 
 
The impact of highly pathogenic H5N1 on migratory birds and the role that wild birds play 
in the spread of H5N1 is unclear.   
 

• Highly pathogenic H5N1 has been detected in an increasing number of wild bird species; 
however the numbers of wild birds infected with H5N1 has been relatively low. 

• In many cases, scientists are uncertain if wild birds were the source of the H5N1 virus or 
if they acquired it from poultry, although once infected, wild birds could transport the 
virus to a new location. 

• There is currently no scientific basis for controlling highly pathogenic H5N1 by 
management of wild birds beyond physically segregating poultry from exposure to wild 
birds.  

 
For more information about avian influenza and H5N1 in wild birds go to: 
U.S. Department of the Interior’s Avian Influenza
USGS National Wildlife Health Center’s avian influenza Web site
USGS Alaska Science Center
Wildlife Disease Information Node
Alaska Pandemic Flu webpage
Southeast Cooperative Wildlife Disease Study
 
Hunters should follow routine precautions when handling game. 

• Do not handle or eat sick game. 
• Wear rubber or disposable latex gloves while handling and cleaning game, wash hands 

and thoroughly clean knives, equipment and surfaces that come in contact with game. 
• Do not eat, drink, or smoke while handling animals. 
• All game and poultry products should be thoroughly cooked (well done or 160o F).   

 
 
For more safety information on avian influenza:   
Alaska Hunter Fact Sheet
USGS Wildlife Health Bulletin  
World Health Organization Safe Food Preparation Guide
 

http://www.nwhc.usgs.gov/publications/ai/Final_Wild_Bird_Strategic_Plan_0322.pdf
http://www.nwhc.usgs.gov/publications/ai/Final_Wild_Bird_Strategic_Plan_0322.pdf
http://www.doi.gov/issues/avianflu.html
http://www.nwhc.usgs.gov/disease_information/avian_influenza/index.jsp
http://alaska.usgs.gov/science/biology/avian_influenza/index.html
http://wildlifedisease.nbii.gov/diseasehome.jsp?disease=Avian%20Influenza&pagemode=submit
http://www.pandemicflu.alaska.gov/
http://www.uga.edu/scwds/avianinfluenzainformation.html
http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/news/avian_bulletin_9-30-05.pdf
http://www.nwhc.usgs.gov/publications/wildlife_health_bulletins/WHB_05_03.jsp
http://www.fao.org/newsroom/en/news/2005/1000172/index.html

